revolution, of the British state and of the role of business in it from the late seventies is now seen as 'virtually stating the obvious'. 11 While it may seem obvious that this constituted a revolution in business politics in Britain there is a surprising level of disagreement about the precise nature of the changes brought about as part of that transformation. According to Moran, the style of administration shifted from what has been termed 'club government', where informality, mutuality, secrecy and self-regulation predominated in Whitehall, to a world of hyper-innovation in regulation, codification and transparency. 12 This weakened the collective political power of business in his eyes and introduced much firmer regulation of business. In particular, the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) lost its insider status, which had 'locked it, often profitably, into the world of the Whitehall elite', as part of that fragmentation. 13 Here, Moran builds on the work of Mitchell and Useem who both point to the power and influence of business, based on close relations between the members of a mandarin elite and their equivalents in business: business, particularly large companies, represent 'the consummate insiders', part of The Inner Circle. 14 In contrast, Wilks, writing after the financial crisis, believes that Moran exaggerates the power of business prior to the 1970s. In particular, manufacturing was 'semi-detached' from this mandarin elite, itself part of 'The Establishment'. 15 There was a fundamental cultural difference between business and the top of the civil service. 16 Here, Britain is depicted as having 'arm's length government' and where the 'Whitehall village' remains relatively isolated from the rest of society. 17 This article not only better illuminates the nature of business politics in Britain since the Second World War but also suggests that the degree of change assumed conventionally needs qualification: the transformation in British business politics since the 1980s has been exaggerated on the basis of the evidence presented here. The article examines a form of interaction called 'Spring Sunningdale', an annual meeting between the mandarins in Whitehall and leading captains of industry 'in a relaxed and private setting'. 18 To date, these meetings have been absent from existing contemporary and historical accounts: there are two footnote references to Spring
Sunningdale in Lowe's recent official history of the civil service. 19 Beyond that there is one reference in a National Audit Office report to a presentation made to the 2004
Spring Sunningdale conference, one other in an article referring to a briefing for the chairman of British American Tobacco in 2000 as preparation for Spring
Sunningdale. 20 Similarly, it has been impossible to find any reference to these meetings in The Times, The Financial Times or The Economist. This silence seems extraordinary given that these meetings have continued for over forty years and bring together the top of the civil service with leading captains of industry, but reflects their secret nature. 21 Starting in 1963 about fifteen selected top businessmen met a similar number of selected top civil servants for a weekend of discussion and socialising. This weekend conference, which became known as 'Spring Sunningdale' because of its timing and location at the Civil Service College at Sunningdale Park, has occurred annually since then, at least until 2010, its structure, it would appear, virtually unchanged. Having outlined the basic structure and organisation of these meetings the paper gives particular attention to their perceived importance, explaining why they were seen to be important by both business people and civil servants, and the implications of these contacts for our understanding of business-government relations in post-war Britain.
Spring Sunningdale
On Friday 25th April 1969 fifteen civil servants and fourteen businessmen sat down for dinner together at what had just become the Civil Service College at Sunningdale Park, 'a rather delightful country house with extensive grounds' 25 miles west of London. 22 The seating plan ensured that civil servants and businessmen were thoroughly intermixed. (1946-50 and 1953-59) . Normally the first discussion took the form of an informal discussion about government-business links and the purpose of Spring Sunningdale. Every discussion took place in a circle of armchairs. That year there was a three-hour discussion the following morning on 'The accountability of large firms' framed around two papers on the subject, one by a civil servant, the other by a businessman, both of whom introduced the subject. After lunch the participants had free time: some went to Windsor Great Park, others played golf, arranged by Forbes who also paid any green fees, while some just walked in the grounds of the college. The second three-hour discussion was on 'Education' that year and, broken by dinner, filled the evening. There was only one paper on this occasion but, as usual, two participants to introduce it. The final session, on 'Consultation with government' (with two papers and two opening speakers) occurred on the Sunday morning, followed by a winding up and feedback session, and after lunch the participants dispersed. (Table 1 sets out all those present). There were three types of participants: 'regulars' -those with a personal interest in the conference or with close working interests in government-business contact; 'horses for courses' -those invited because the particular topics chosen; and 'others' -those invited for no particular reason other than it was their turn or it was felt that they would benefit from the experience. 23 The public service side was selected by Armstrong, or his equivalent as head of the civil service in other years, and the private enterprise side by Forbes, and after his retirement usually by the President of the CBI, and they also chaired the small steering committee which decided on the topics for discussion, and the speakers, and confirmed the format and arrangements. They often considered the draft papers prior to circulation to the participants and any feedback received from the participants. 
Importance of Spring Sunningdale
Contemporary lack of coverage of Spring Sunningdale does not mean that it was unimportant: it was an omission caused by ignorance not because of its insignificance.
These meetings' importance can be illustrated in a number of ways. First, there is their longevity. Senior civil servants and major company chairs and CEOs would not have attended if it was not found to be of value and the conference would have quickly been wound up rather than lasting as long as it has. Having constructed a dataset of attendees from available records covering 1963-1971 and 1986-2004 (except 2001), it is clear that over 40 per cent of attendees at Spring Sunningdale conferences went to more than one. Table 3 sets out the most frequent attendees on the public sector and private sector sides: they are clearly the cream of the mandarin class and of the captains of industry. As might be expected given the smaller pool of mandarins, the most frequent attendees came from the civil service side. Other evidence of the perceived value of these occasions is also available, first in the attitudes of the organisers and, secondly, in the comments made afterwards by the participants. The organisers may not have had to spend a great deal of time preparing for Sunningdale but it was taken seriously with Steering Committee meetings at various points in the year to reflect on past experience and to plan the topics and speakers for the coming meeting. In particular, both sides were keen to make sure that only good quality individuals attended, a time-consuming process. On the business side, Archibald Forbes took on this task for ten years and even when civil servants recognised that his contribution at Sunningdale was beginning to wane, they recognised the importance of his contribution in ensuring the selection of appropriate individuals.
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In addition, the value of Spring Sunningdale was clear from the comments made afterwards by participants. From the very beginning there was a constant stream of praise from both civil servants and from the representatives of private industry. The responses of two businessmen in 1963 having been at the first meeting were typical: 'I found it very interesting and extremely worthwhile'; and 'The conference was extremely interesting and I am quite sure very useful and it was, of course, conducted in the most congenial surroundings'. 28 Over 30 years later the same sentiment remained: 'Sunningdale was, as always, a most stimulating couple of days and I much appreciated being asked to participate. It is a forum which has worked extremely well over the ten years that I have been involved and I certainly value my invitation'. 29 Perhaps most effusive was Sir Alexander Glen, the Arctic explorer and chairman of H. Node' was so named because, apart from its very first year, it took place at the ShellMex B.P. Staff college of that name. The course lasted for about two weeks during the summer and there was a director of studies -in 1969 it was the historian Asa Briggs.
There were 22 participants that year, 11 from private business, 10 from the civil service and one from the nationalised industries. Like Spring Sunningdale, its format did develop over time but, again, remained remarkably consistent, certainly into the 1990s, by which time it was called the Summer Node, although it did not always take place at the Node any more. By then there was also a Winter Node -a weekend much like Sunningdale which began in 1987 because the general election made the timing awkward for the Summer Node -and, the most recent innovation, a Young Node for 'young high fliers' -a two-week programme -which began in 1991. 32 All of this -its longevity and stability in an era of reform, the praise it received from participants and the offshoots that have been created both at the outset and since -suggests that Spring Sunningdale was a forum valued by both senior civil servants and leading business people. Now we can turn to consider why this was the case.
Explaining the value attached to Spring Sunningdale
One reason to explain the enduring value attached to Spring Sunningdale has already been mentioned above by the participants: it was intellectually stimulating. However, there were two other related aspects which were consistently highlighted as the aims of Spring Sunningdale and the Node and which were also referred to by participants.
One was the desire to improve mutual understanding. 33 Armstrong often made this point in his invitation letter to civil servants: these conferences 'provide a valuable opportunity for exchanging ideas and experience with people in commerce and industry'. 34 Robin Butler, Armstrong's 1990s equivalent, felt similarly: 'These conferences are valuable, not least in enabling your side and ours to spend some time together and get a sense for the way each other thinks', and businessmen expressed similar views. 35 Indeed, this was one of the initial motives for the suggestion to create these sorts of events. Both Spring Sunningdale and the Node arose out of an informal dinner party in August 1962 attended by six of the most senior civil servants and six equally senior businessmen to discuss the relationship between the civil service and private enterprise and how it might be improved. 36 The initiative for the dinner came from Sir Norman Kipping, the Director-General of the Federation of British Industries, and its purpose was:
To dream up methods of exposing industrial and commercial management on the one hand and the administrative civil service on the other to one another, with a view to avoiding the loss of all the mutual understanding and respect which grew up through the many contacts during the war.
Several people have spoken to me about this, in particular Nutcombe
Hume who unfortunately cannot be there, and several of them have emphasised that they are not concerned only or even mainly about the top-level people, but about much younger men lower down, who simply do not meet out at all out of school. 37 Certainly there had been a huge explosion in the number of businessmen who were incorporated into the government machine during the war, including Archibald Forbes who joined the Ministry of Aircraft Production. 38 The vast majority returned to business, just as many academics returned to universities. However, many maintained the personal links built up during the war, but by the early 1960s many of these individuals were reaching retirement. forms of cageyness and even distrust which make for the worst kind of personal relationships and this we want to try to correct', and his proposals were, 'based on the idea that meeting together and discussing together are the best available methods of encouraging the development of mutual respect, and if you can throw in as well drinking together, so much the better'. 40 Or, as Sir Nutcombe Hume put it on learning of these developments, they were to try 'to recreate war-time camaraderie'. 41 In a similar vein, one senior civil servant later emphasised the role of 'hospitality, meals and receptions' in improving communication between civil servants and business. She continued, 'My experience is that there is no doubt that you learn a great deal more about the facts of business, the constraints, opportunities, attitudes and values, across a table which is essentially a social occasion, than if you confine yourself to formal meetings'. 42 Such informal and relaxed social interaction was viewed as extremely valuable.
Indeed, participants at Spring Sunningdale regularly commented on the opportunity offered to renew old acquaintances and to make new ones. 43 The Node was less about renewing contacts as making new friends and that the main advantage was the prospect of a longer-term pay-off. One participant put it like this:
The main advantage of this kind of course, which is directed at a relatively small number of individuals each year, is the prospect of a longer-term pay-off insofar as at least some of the members may be expected to rise to top positions in their field of activity. 44 Indeed, the explanatory background note for the 1979 Node course made this explicit:
The main object of the course is to establish long-term contacts between the civil service and industry through a mutual understanding of each other's problems and methods of work…. Contacts made at the Node usually endure.
Most courses have regular reunions, sometimes two or three times a year. Even more important, regular contacts are often maintained through the medium of problems which are related to the two sectors. 45 Clearly mutual understanding and the creation of a lasting network of contacts was of value to the participants and it might be argued should have led to improved decisionmaking both in Whitehall and in business. However, to what extent was this opportunity exploited by the participants and how close was the relationship between this business elite and its Whitehall counterpart?
What did the two sides gain?
a) Gains for business
Since the state is potentially the greatest influence on the business environment clearly any opportunity to understand and to influence civil servants' thinking was advantageous to business. 46 However, although the topics discussed at Spring Sunningdale are known, there is no evidence of the content of the discussions so it is hard to evidence the impact of the discussions. An issue where it is possible to say more is that these talks were bilateral, thereby excluding trade unions. Clearly, occasions like Spring Sunningdale and the Node offered immediate and long-term advantages to business given that there was no equivalent bilateral meeting between civil servants and trade unionists. Whether trade unionists should be invited to Spring Sunningdale was discussed in the first years of its existence. Participants at this time regularly commented that the presence of trade unionists would have been useful. 47 Then at the 1969 Spring Sunningdale conference there was a concerted call for trade union attendance:
Almost from the outset, it was noted that the unions have never been represented at these conferences and this was almost universally regretted….
Archie Forbes and I had to explain that there had been more than one approach (although not in the last year or so) to George Woodcock [General Secretary of the TUC] about this but that he had not proved receptive; possibly some fault lay with us in that I am not sure that the unions were clearly offered full parity of representation. It was certainly recognised last weekend that such parity would be desirable from the conference's point of view and probably essential from the TUC point of view. It was also recognised that such representation would create a new kind of conference and that we might need to see how best this could be arranged, possibly outside the procedure for the Spring Sunningdale conference… and, at least in the first instance, ad hoc. But in any event, it was thought that it would usefully have a similar prime objective, namely the provision of an informal occasion for senior people on all sides to meet each other, with the discussion of particular subjects providing simply the focus for discussion. 48 Perhaps reflecting why it was seen as so important in 1969 to involve trade unionists in Spring Sunningdale, this was not a propitious time for such a venture given the high tensions between the TUC and the Labour government over the latter's proposals to reform industrial relations following the publication of the controversial White
Paper In Place of Strife that January. 49 Armstrong was advised to delay any approach to the TUC until after its autumn conference as there was no chance of a favourable response before then. 50 The issue was raised again after the conference, though there was some uncertainty about how best to proceed, and in November the TUC and CBI had their own bilateral meeting, but at the next Spring Sunningdale steering committee meeting there was no reference to trade union participation and the issue was left untouched during 1970. 51 Thereafter the issue was mentioned occasionally but Spring Sunningdale remained a bilateral conference solely for public servants and business people.
In addition to the opportunity provided by Spring Sunningdale for a general pro-business agenda to be presented to senior civil servants without interference, it also offered an opportunity for individual companies to exploit. It has been argued that such corporate political activity is important in achieving and sustaining a company's competitive advantage. 52 Having access to such senior civil servants and networking with them increased the capabilities and resources of the companies concerned in absolute terms and relative to other companies. 53 In 1994 56 In preparing the brief it was noted that this three-day 'pow-wow' at Sunningdale offered 'plenty of time for talking one-on-one for key stakeholders'. 57 Broughton wanted to know the history of BAT contacts, particularly on 'the scientific issues', with those civil servants to be present as he 'was keen to break the impasse with Mr Kelly'. Following Sunningdale, Broughton wrote to Kelly:
I very much appreciated the opportunity for our brief conversation at the Spring Sunningdale and in particular your willingness to consider how we might take the discussion forward.
As I mentioned when we met, we have been giving a great deal of thought as to how we might engage more constructively with regulators, legislators, public health authorities and the academic community to address the issues surrounding our products.
I very much regret that the co-operative efforts of the past between the UK tobacco industry and the government have in recent years become all too often characterised by conflict and mutual misunderstanding. I would particularly appreciate an opportunity to learn more from you about the major concerns and priorities for the Department of Health on tobacco, to help us understand the concerns in more depth, and to help inform our own thinking about how we might be able to contribute appropriately to positive solutions. 58 That the conference offered the opportunity for such a politically sensitive company as BAT to talk in private about building a relationship with the head of the department responsible for the government's health policy well illustrates how advantageous Sunningdale could be for the individual companies that participated.
Research would also tend to suggest that Sunningdale should also have been of benefit to the individual business people involved. Social network analysis highlights the implications of being at the heart of a network and on the business side most of the frequent attendees were part of Useem has called the Inner Circle, those at the heart of the network of business interlocks in Britain. 59 More than being central, those that attended Spring Sunningdale spanned the boundary between business and the civil service. 60 As such, they filled a key function as social brokers that bridged two separate networks (within business and within Whitehall of Sunningdale as CBI President in the early 1990s and frequent attendee (see Table   3 ). As has been commented, 'SASC is trying to have it both ways; on the one "hand they are claiming there is an outsider within their number, but on the other hand it is a chap we know who will not rock the boat"'. 64 Of more direct personal benefit to senior civil servants was the creation of contacts in business which might lead to appointments on their retirement from the civil service at the age of sixty. 65 Much has been written about the probity of civil servants taking such business appointments -the 'revolving door' between business
and Whitehall -and of the value to major companies of having an ex-Whitehall mandarin on the board. 66 Certainly, there would appear to be a demand from business for such individuals: Antony Part was apparently offered three jobs on his last day in the civil service, accepting two. 67 Such non-executive directors are seen to play a key role in providing a bridge between the company board and other elites and acting as 'conduits of social influence'. 68 As one civil servant who moved into the private sector put it, his advantage over competitor companies was not getting favourable treatment, but having 'a way in', 'I knew the right person to phone and understood how the organisation works, its dynamics, motivation'. 69 All of the civil servants listed as the most frequent participants at Spring Sunningdale in Table 3 went on to hold positions as company chairmen or non-executive directors, though, for some, this was just one of a range of retirement activities.
However, it is the case of William Armstrong himself that stands out in this respect. In the early seventies Armstrong reached the height of his influence, which exceeded that of other heads of the civil service. 70 However, at the start of 1974 he had a complete mental and physical breakdown and decided to take early retirement.
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Having become closely linked with the 1970-74 Conservative government's economic policies, he was unpopular with Labour MPs. They were incensed in April 1974 because he was given special dispensation to retire early and take up a post in private business after about six months whereas the existing code of practice laid down that senior civil servants had to wait two years before they were allowed to do this. It is not the special dispensation from the Prime Minister which is relevant here, rather it is that he was taking a directorship at the Midland Bank with a view to becoming the bank's chairman in 1975. 72 What is relevant here and has received no attention previously was that the bank's retiring chairman was none other than Sir Archibald
Forbes with whom Armstrong had worked with in organising and chairing Spring Sunningdale.
Spring Sunningdale and the closeness of relations between the corporate elite and the mandarin elite
A number of authors agree with Useem and Mitchell that there has been an inner circle of business people who have ready and regular access to senior civil servants, as such substantiating the idea of a 'power elite' in Britain. 73 Useem points to 'the frequent, casual contact among London managing directors and senior civil servants', continuing, 'Luncheons, receptions, and dinners are continuous, and weekend retreats add special intimacy'. 74 Similarly, one Labour minister referred to the 'atmospheric pollution' of the civil service by contact with business: 'It's the way they drink together, play golf, or go shooting beforehand [before civil servants take jobs in business]. Nothing is ever said directly; but the civil servants know what to expect'. 75 Others, including civil servants, have referred to good relations between the civil service and business. seems to me, a cultural barrier between the private sector and the public sector, which is highly undesirable and works against the national interest'. 78 Turning to Sunningdale itself, the original initiative in the early 1960s was to respond to a fear that 'mutual understanding is being replaced by mutual suspicion'. 79 One industrialist at that time felt that he was 'constantly encountering a feeling of "we" and "they" among fellow industrialists when relations with Whitehall were mentioned'. 80 Again, much of the praise for Spring Sunningdale and the Node and the value attached to them was because such contact was so rare. 81 If top businessmen really were insiders one would not expect an annual weekend like Spring Sunningdale to be talked about in quite the glowing terms that it was. Here it is relevant that one of the notes drafted for the 1962 dinner which led to these developments suggested that one of the problems was that 'business life in this country is very "compartmentalised" i.e. as between Whitehall, industry, the City, and the educational world and there is insufficient serious appreciation of each other's life and problems'. 82 Over thirty years later a participant at the Node course commented that the course would remain a stimulating experience 'whilst the UK remains such a compartmentalised society'. 83 The use of the same word to describe British society is striking. It was because of such compartmentalisation that these meetings remained of such perceived value to the participants. Business people were insiders more than trade unionists but there were limits to what being an insider meant.
Reasons for secrecy
Particularly in the early years it was this issue of not being seen to privilege business over trade unions that explains why there is so little knowledge of Spring Sunningdale despite it taking place for so long. Certainly, that it remained secret was not an accident: there was a conscious effort not to advertise its existence. In December 1962 a joint meeting was held to discuss the first conference (held at Ditchley). At the meeting Laurence Helsby, the new head of the civil service, noted that he hoped that the conference would not attract any public notice. 84 Accordingly, Norman Kipping wrote to the provost at Ditchley before the conference making clear that not only was it a 'quite private and informal gathering' but that, 'we do not want to attract any press or other kind of notice'. 85 In addition, a press briefing was prepared just in case the press found out about it. The note quoted the Plowden Committee Report on the Control of Public Expenditure which had recommended that the civil service could 'learn from the experience in the private sector, and vice versa'. 86 This appears to have been more of a subterfuge than a true explanation since there had been no mention of the Report in any of the discussions between business and the civil service that led to the meeting and had no basis as one of the reasons for why business had approached civil servants in 1962.
Each year a press briefing was drafted in case of press questioning but the meetings remained 'entirely unnoticed by the Press' into the 1970s. 87 The This would suggest that Spring Sunningdale should be seen as a sign of the continuation of 'club government' by senior civil servants and that the changes after 1979 towards greater formal regulation in Whitehall and transparency did not completely overturn this tendency. That secretive, informal twilight world continued into the twenty-first century hidden by a cloak of 'non-publicity and virtual nonexistence'. 90 There were limits to the revolution in Whitehall.
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Conclusion
This article has brought into the open a previously virtually unknown form of interaction between business and government in post-war Britain. In so doing it has sought to explain the significance of Spring Sunningdale and why it has endured so long in the form that it has. It has been shown that it brought together leading business people and top civil servants in the same bilateral way for a surprisingly long period.
This suggests that both parties viewed these links as valuable and successful despite the changing environment in which they took place. Making and sustaining contacts of this sort and building a better understanding of each other were seen as important and necessary. Equally, these arrangements smack of social elitism in the way that trade unions were not party to them at any point over many years, even when there was a Labour government. This gave big business preferential access to Whitehall compared to small firms and trade unions. It is hard to quantify or illustrate the impact of this but sustained as it was over such a long period it certainly cannot have done any harm to the cause of big business and examples have been given of how these business people and civil servants were able to use links created or developed at Spring Sunningdale for their benefit.
Nevertheless, it would be overstating the case to suggest that this epitomised a cozy relationship between business and the top of the civil service in some absolute sense. As has been shown, business-government relations, and British society more generally, in this period could be depicted as compartmentalised. Indeed, it was precisely because of this compartmentalisation that such a meeting -just one weekend each year -was perceived to hold such value. This does not smack of an inner circle of business people closely integrated with a bureaucratic elite or, more generally, of a coherent power elite. Related to this, the nature of the businessgovernment interaction at Spring Sunningdale adds to our understanding of corporate political activity. The conventional approach to studying this has been to view the business elite as those at the heart of the network of interlocking directorates. 92 However, many of those businessmen who were the most frequent participants at Spring Sunningdale were known more for their direction of single companies -Lord Sterling, Iain Vallance, Niall FitzGerald and Peter Davis are examples -yet clearly from their presence at Spring Sunningdale they should be seen as key elements of any inner circle that existed in British business. 93 This suggests that while the notion of interlocking directorates is a key aspect in understanding the political activities of business, it may be misleading to focus exclusively on this aspect. There is a danger that trying to explore corporate political activities solely through the idea of interlocking directorates may be overly narrow in the way that it frames business politics.
However, perhaps the most significant finding is the continuity that is illustrated by this case. The longevity of Spring Sunningdale, the lack of change in its structure and format show that revolutionary as the transformation in business politics may have been in many areas since the 1980s, here is an important example of sustained continuity. Moran has argued that the Thatcherite transformation destroyed the CBI's insider status. 94 This may well be true for its relationship with some
Conservative ministers but its relationship with senior civil servants did not change in the same way. It was the CBI President, or sometimes his proxy, who acted as the key organiser on the business side and who would select the invitees from business. Sunningdale could remain as good as secret to this day raises doubts about the degree of transparency that has been introduced. Moreover, civil servants were willing and able to keep the existence of Spring Sunningdale out of the public domain rather than using its existence to deflect public approbation at the isolation of the higher civil service from business. This was one area where mandarins were able to retain their autonomy and power. Likewise, the comments of business people remained as enthusiastic about the experience and value of Spring Sunningdale in bringing them together with senior civil servants as they had been in the 1960s. 
